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Abstract 
The aim of the study is to investigate the cognitive style preference differences among students from universities focused on 
various fields of study. We have conducted a study on 366 university students. There were 137 psychology students (116 women 
and 21 men, age AM=20.11), 115 machine engineering students (46 women and 69 men, age AM=31.35), 115 management 
students (62 women and 53 men, age AM=24.48). We have used the Cognitive Style Indicator (CoSI) developed by Cools and 
Van Den Broeck 2007. The results indicate that there is significant difference between engineering students and psychology 
students in the preference of cognitive style (t=6.341, p<0.001). Similar differences were found between engineering students and 
managements students (t=3.551, p<0.001). Based on these results, we propose specific implications for education and human 
resources management.  
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of WCES 2014. 
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1.   Introduction 
The way people think, gather information, and process this information influences the choices they make. These 
processes and their quality often influence the choice and success of students in various fields of study and in their 
working careers. The way people think, the precision of their perception, how they process and remember 
information or how they use the information in problem solving falls under the term cognitive style (Sarmany-
Schuller, 1987). According to Allinson and Hayes (1996) cognitive style can be used for describing a tendency 
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about how people perceive stimuli and use information to guide their behavior, which is, according to Messick 
(1996) a stable and habitual activity that doesn’t change over time because of  experience.  There is a wide variety of 
applications of cognitive style personality characteristics. This study attempted to gain a better insight into the 
differences in cognitive style preferences among students from various fields of studies by examining the 
relationship between cognitive style preference and the field of study preference.  This topic has been researched for 
some time. The authors focused on various dimensions of cognitive styles and on great variety of fields of study. 
Anyhow, their conclusions were similar. For example, Witkin, Moore, Goodenough and Cox (1977) discussed the 
implications of cognitive style in career development. They believed that there is relationship between cognitive 
style and areas of study students would prefer. Messick (1984) stressed the contribution of cognitive style research 
to improve guidance and vocational choice. Similar conclusions were published by Frank (1987). His research 
conclusion confirmed that cognitive style is related to the chosen areas of specialization. Leong et al (2007) 
published a study which indicated the dependence of career choice among psychology students on cognitive 
processing. More recently Cools and Vanderheyden (2009) found in that cognitive styles and personality traits could 
predict people’s career orientation. Sara (2010) states that career preference and choice is a multivariable process 
where economic development, political development, society itself and family background play an important role. 
Despite of these factors, Sara claims that cognitive style variable could be the most significant factor in career 
preference. Also our research has indicated that the cognitive style preference was different between students of 
management and engineering students t(145) = 2.03, p<0.001 (Simuth and Sarmany-Schuller, 2010). Similar results 
were reported by Kim (2011) who concluded that cognitive style was a good predictor for a career choice. There is 
also direct link between cognitive style and learning style which also play role in students’ success depending on the 
field of study. In this study, we will focus on cognitive styles as these represent a more stable personality 
characteristic. Research results point towards the fact that people may have different cognitive styles from those 
preferred in given field of study or career path. Their potential abilities might not be fully utilized and they would 
not be motivated to perform at their best. In turn they might not have opportunities to develop their potential in 
appropriate career path. Therefore, the research in cognitive style preference in connection to field of study and 
career choice has several implications. It is necessary for school counseling as well as for human resources 
processes in companies such as employee selection, employee development and performance management.  
 
2.  Method 
In our study we have focused on the cognitive styles, we used the Cognitive Style Indicator (CoSI) developed by 
Cools and Van den Broeck (2007). According to the authors, this model is a refinement of the commonly used 
analytic-intuitive cognitive style dimensions. They suggest a more flexible, three-dimensional model of cognitive 
styles – a knowing style, a planning style, and a creating style (Cools, Van den Broeck, & Bouckenooghe, 2009). 
The questionnaire consists of 18 items. Reliability, item and factor analyses confirmed the internal consistency 
measured by Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranging from .73 to .85. The instrument offers homogeneity of three 
cognitive style dimensions: knowing, planning, and creating. Authors found that the knowing cognitive style can be 
related to concepts as analysis in CSI (Allinson and Hayes, 1996) and in regard to personality it correlates with 
introversion positively and negatively with agreeableness. They claim that planning style is related to such 
characteristics as Adaptiveness in KAI (Kirton, 1994 in Cools et al, 2009); Sensing and Judging in MBTI (Myers et 
al, 2003 in Cools et al, 2009); Rationality in REI (Pacini and Epstein, 1999 in Cools et al, 2009) and in link to 
personality, it positively correlates with conscientiousness and negatively with openness to experience. The creating 
style was found to be related to intuition in CSI (Allinson and Hayes, 1996) and innovator characteristics in KAI 
(Kirton, 1994 in Cools et al, 2009). With regard to personality, authors found positive correlation with extraversion 
and negative correlation with conscientiousness (Cools and Van den Broeck, 2007). The authors (Cools and Van den 
Broeck, 2007) define the knowing style as preferring a logical, rational and impersonal way of processing 
information using analytical skills and logical reasoning. In another study, Cools and Vanderheyden (2009), authors 
claim that these people prefer a career anchor ‚pure challenge‘which is consistent with their need for intellectual 
testing. 
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 The planning style is, according to their research, typical for an attraction to structure and control preferring 
certainty and resisting change and new ideas. At work people preferring planning style have drive toward security 
and stability, control over the whole work process and strive for work – life balance (Cool and Vanderheyden, 
2009). A creating style is representative for people who prefer new ideas, have great imagination, and make decision 
based on intuition (Cools et al., 2007). They are entrepreneurial types who search for challenge, autonomy, 
authority, and self realization. They dislike security and stability (Cool and Vanderheyden, 2009). We distributed 
the CoSI questionnaire among 366 students studying at universities in Slovakia. Our sample consisted of 137 
psychology students (116 women and 21 men, age AM=20.11, SD=1.2), 114 machine engineering students (46 
women and 69 men, age AM=31.35, SD=8.48), 115 management students (62 women and 53 men, age AM=24.48, 
SD=5.08)  
3. Results and discussion 
Table 1 shows the results of statistical analysis of the differences between the sample groups. We used the 
statistical analysis using t-test for comparing the inter group differences. Based on the interpretation of the data, we 
have discovered significant differences in the preference of knowing style between students from the technical 
university and management students (t=3.575, p<0.001).  Similarly, we found a difference between the technical 
university students and psychology students (t=2.828, p<0.001). We did not find any significant difference on the 
knowing style dimension between psychology and management students. Anyhow, these results indicate that the 
way people prefer to process and use information would influence their choices of the field of study. The most 
significant differences were found on the planning style dimension of cognitive style. Technical university students 
showed the highest preference for planning dimension of cognitive style (AM=24.52, SD=5.03, n=114), while 
management students and the psychology students preferred this style less. The intergroup differences between 
students of technical school and management students was t=3.551, p<0.001. The most significant difference was 
found between the technical university student and psychology student (t=6.341, p<0.001). The analysis showed 
difference between management students and psychology students (t=3.069, p<0.001) in the preference of planning 
style. These findings confirm the fact that planning people preferring structure, control, having drive toward security 
and stability would choose studies such as machine engineering over management or psychology. We have found 
little significant or not significant differences between these groups on the creating cognitive style dimension.  
 
  Table 1. Statistical analysis. 
 
4. Conclusion 
The goal of this study was to explore the role of cognitive style in the choice of fields of study and career. Based 
on the Cognitive Style Index characteristics and previous research, we expected that students from various fields of 
study would differ in their cognitive style preferences. We have found that students studying technical university, 
psychology students and management students differ in the knowing style. This style is preferred mostly by 
management students. Another difference was found in the preference of planning style. This style was most favored 
 K  P  C     
Group AM SD AM SD AM SD    
 
M 
(n=115) 
14.44 2.82 24.52 5.03 25.36 4.14 tK(MxT)=3.575, p<0.001 tK(MxPs)=1.549, 
n.s. 
tK(TxPs)=2.828  
p<0.01 
 
T (n=114) 
14.11 2.80 27.02 5.58 26.22 4.37 tP(MxT)=3.551, p<0.001 tP(MxPs)=3.069, 
p<0.001 
tP(TxPs)=6.341  
p<0.001 
 
Ps 
(n=137) 
13.01 3.41 22.39 5.94 25.18 4.84 tC(MxT)=1.5285, n.s tC(MxPs)=0.495, 
n.s 
tC(TxPs)=1.961  
p<0.05 
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by technical students and was significantly different from psychology and management students. All in all, we have 
confirmed that cognitive style is one of the differentiating factors in the choice of study and consequently career. 
Our findings in line with previous research indicate that school counselors, career advisors as well HR professionals 
should pay attention to cognitive style preference of their clients. Choosing the field of study, making career 
decisions is not an easy task for students. Information about their own profile based on cognitive style preferences 
can help them to make choices that would satisfy their needs and lead them to occupations with long term job 
satisfaction.  Stating this we are also aware of the limitations of our research. Further research could focus on wider 
variety of more specific fields of studies. Better generalization of the results would be possible after cross-cultural 
analysis. 
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